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A protest against land incursions by more than 3,000 Chorti Indians and members of other
indigenous groups ended on May 15, after the Honduran government promised to begin a landdistribution program within two weeks. The Chorti, whose tribe has only 4,200 members, have
complained for several years that outsiders have been encroaching on their lands in the western
departments of Copan and Ocotepeque. The May protest was the fifth since 1994, capping a series
of largely fruitless marches on the capital aimed at wringing land and other concessions from the
government.
The protest began on May 5, as members of the indigenous Chorti, Lenca, Garifuna, and Pech
communities arrived in Tegucigalpa and occupied streets around the presidential residence and the
Supreme Court building. Several dozen protestors began a hunger strike. Besides the land issue,
the protestors demanded an investigation of the murders of two Chorti leaders and a review of
prison sentences handed out to several Chorti convicted on charges of terrorism stemming from the
longstanding land disputes. Protest leaders, however, said their central demand was for the transfer
of 20,000 hectares of land in compensation for traditional indigenous lands, which they said had
been illegally taken by powerful non-Chorti landowners.
The Chorti leaders quickly rejected the government's first offer, which was to conduct a study of
land tenure in the western regions and to loan 2,000 ha to Indian communities for a period of three
months. Negotiations continued even though the second government offer to hand over 2,000 ha on
a rental basis was also rejected by the Indians. A breakthrough in negotiations occurred only after
police used force to remove the protestors from the vicinity of government buildings.

Agreement follows violent removal of protestors
On May 13, while negotiations went forward, 600 armed police and soldiers forcibly removed the
protestors and relocated them one km from the government buildings. One police officer and 12
Indians were hurt in the encounter, which bystanders said was carried out with unnecessary force.
During the action, the police confiscated money, medicine, food, and personal belongings of the
fleeing demonstrators. Both the Chorti leaders and government negotiators expressed surprise
at the removal since they were scheduled to sign documents concerning the negotiations on the
morning the incident took place.
Armed Forces Col. Rodolfo Interiano Portillo, who led the removal, said he acted on orders from
civil authorities. News of the forced removal brought additional demonstrators to the capital and
spurred protests at Honduran embassies elsewhere in Central America. The government quickly
agreed to refrain from further violence against the protestors and began returning money and
personal belongings taken by the police during the incident. The government also agreed to replace
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Rodolfo Pastor, Minister of Culture, Arts, and Sports, as head of the negotiating commission,
naming Agriculture Minister Ricardo Arias in his place.
Pastor's handling of the negotiations had irked protest leaders, who accused him of "arrogance."
Pastor had publicly urged the government to remove the protestors from the area around public
buildings "for aesthetic reasons" and because of their "odor and poverty." He later said he regretted
the violence of the removal but insisted the protestors were "intransigent" in their demands and
that the protest was "hurting the public interest." He and Julio Cesar Chavez, head of the Public
Security Forces (FUSEP), charged that Honduran Indians have been indoctrinated and financed by
the Mexican Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN).
A day after the removal, negotiators agreed on a settlement, though greatly reducing the amount
of land to be transferred. President Carlos Roberto Reina signed the agreement on May 15 and the
protestors began leaving for home. Government promises 7,000 ha and assistance programs The
agreement includes the transfer to indigenous communities over the next several weeks of 2,000
ha, plus another 5,000 ha within an unspecified period after that. In addition, the government has
promised technical and financial assistance for development projects in the Indian communities,
a food-assistance program to alleviate the current economic crisis in the indigenous areas, and US
$15,000 for help in building and repairing housing.
On other issues, police will be asked to improve security in the indigenous areas, and the attorney
general will be asked to investigate the murders of the two Chorti leaders, Candido Amador Recinos
and Ovidio Perez. Armed Forces chief Gen. Mario Hung Pacheco will be ordered to investigate the
possible involvement of members of the armed forces in the death of the two men. A bipartisan
commission that will include representatives of the Catholic Church and human rights advocates
will evaluate compliance with the accords. [Sources: El Tiempo (Honduras), 05/12/97, 05/13/97,
05/14/97, 05/15/97; Central America Update, 05/03/97-05/09/97, 05/10/97-05/16/97; Honduras This
Week, 05/17/97; Inter Press Service, 05/07/97, 05/09/97, 05/13/97, 05/18/97]
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